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perspective

Running ‘Returning to Work’ 
workshops
by Alex Bollen, NCT Postnatal Practitioner

My interest in supporting women returning to work stemmed from my own 
difficult experiences after my second baby. Part of the problem was that I 
didn’t think through my boundaries (routinely answering emails on my non-
working days for instance), or insisting on some much-needed clarification on 
my role. Things quickly became unsustainable. 

I retrained as an NCT practitioner, running Early Days courses for new 
mothers (I also continue to work in my original field as a self-employed 
consultant). I have always covered the topics of ‘returning to work’ and 
‘choosing childcare’ in my courses; both are very relevant for my South West 
London client group, most of whom are professional middle-class women 
who are planning to go back to work. 

However, in the early weeks of motherhood, the idea of returning to work is 
some way off for many women. Inspired by the example of NCT Introduction 
to Solids workshops, I thought it would be valuable to offer mothers a course 
when going back to work is more of a reality. I set up the first standalone NCT 
workshop in September 2014, and have facilitated 12 in total. Latterly, these 
have been three hours long as the original running time of two and a half 
hours was not sufficient.  
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The workshop looks at both the practical and emotional aspects of returning 
to work. On the practical side, one exercise is for women to walk through their 
day with the aid of a visual timeline on which they can write notes. This helps 
them to consider issues such as, who does pick-up and drop-off at childcare 
(if they have a partner) and how to get out of the house on time in the 
morning. Another exercise is discussing scenarios such as ‘a client/colleague 
emails you on one of your non-working days with a query that will take a 
couple of minutes to answer’. I stress that there are no right or wrong answers 
to the dilemmas we may go through, but it is important to think through how 
to approach them so that things don’t become unsustainable. 

On the emotional side, I quickly learned that leaving their babies is a major 
concern for women. One emailed before the workshop: “I would like advice 
on how to settle back into work and cope with the separation.” Babies’ 
separation anxiety is a well-known phenomenon; we hear far less about 
mothers’. We talk through issues like their baby’s attachment with their 
carer(s), reconnecting with their baby after work and what contact they would 
like with their child’s carer. There is also the opportunity to talk about other 
concerns like potentially missing milestones, how to continue breastfeeding 
(I signpost women to local NCT breastfeeding counsellors), dealing with 
broken nights and what to do when their child is ill. 

Another common anxiety for women is how they will manage to do their jobs 
effectively, particularly if they are going back part-time. We discuss Paula 
Nicholson’s wonderful quote about becoming a mother: “You return to the 
person you once were – with added value”.1 I encourage women to think 
about their added value, as well what they have achieved in their career to 
date. I repeat to them the advice that a senior lawyer I know gives to women 
coming back after maternity leave: don’t be helpful, be useful. Being helpful  
is making tea at meetings or volunteering to help out with a social event. 
Being useful is doing things where your experience and expertise mean you 
make a real impact – your added value. 

We discuss work goals and whether or not to follow what Gaby Hinsliff has 
called ‘zig-zagging’ or a ‘Z-shaped’ career,2  where periods of shooting up 
the ladder are alternated with sideways moves. The other model is Sheryl 
Sandberg’s ‘leaning in’,3  i.e. pursuing career goals vigorously. Again, I stress 
that there are no right or wrong answers but it is helpful to think through 
whether women want to consolidate where they have got to with their 
careers or would like to press forward.

The workshop covers the women’s transitions back to work and their baby’s 
transition into childcare, looking at ways for both to settle in gently. We also 
look at what to do if things go wrong. Unfortunately maternity discrimination 
remains all too common,4 so I signpost to sources of advice and support.  

Looking at the feedback on what women found most useful about the 
workshop, the chance to discuss returning to work with other people in the 
same boat is a recurrent theme. As one put it: “It was very helpful to be able 
to reflect and draw on other people’s views and experience.” The opportunity 
to think about the practical side of things is another consistent bit of 
feedback. One woman wrote that the most useful thing was “Having the time 
to think about going back to work and different scenarios – working through 
potential difficulties that may arise.” 
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One of the questions in my feedback form is ‘Do you feel more or less 
confident about returning to work after attending this session?’ Almost all the 
women have said they felt more confident. One woman wrote that she was 
“more confident having now clearly thought about and talked through all my 
areas of concern.” Another said, “I feel much more confident and empowered 
about returning.” 

I believe that the workshop’s great value is that it addresses women’s hopes 
and fears in both their work and home lives. Time will tell whether these 
workshops will find a place in NCT’s portfolio of postnatal services but I 
believe that the NCT is very well placed to support women in the transition 
back to work in their roles as mothers and workers.
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Resources
Information and advice on working parent employment issues
www.gov.uk  
Government services (including tax and benefits) plus workplace rights

www.workingfamilies.org.uk   
Advice and information on working parent employment issues e.g. flexible 
working, parental leave. Plus a free legal helpline: 0300 012 0312 for advice 
on employment rights and basic advice on the benefits and tax credits 
for working parents. (www.workingfamilies.org.uk/advice-information/free-
parents-carers-helpline/) 

www.maternityaction.org.uk  
Advice line on employment issues: 0808 802 0029 (Wed 10am-2pm, Thurs 
3pm-7pm, and Fri 10am-2pm) 

Parental rights at work 
Citizens Advice ‘Parental rights at work’ http://bit.ly/2o91LOu  
Maternity Action ‘Discrimination during maternity leave http://bit.ly/2ofo0kY 

Information on childcare
Family and Childcare Trust www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-guides  
Pacey www.pacey.org.uk/parents/types_of_childcare.aspx  
NDNA on choosing a nursery http://bit.ly/2FdAdP5 
Money Advice Service on average childcare costs http://bit.ly/2FaSlcg 
Childcare Choices on help with childcare costs www.childcarechoices.gov.uk   
Government childcare cost calculator www.gov.uk/childcare-calculator 

Finding childcare
Questions to ask

www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/five-steps-choosing-childcare  
www.pacey.org.uk/parents/questions_to_ask.aspx

Ofsted reports on nurseries and childminders 
www.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report 
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